One Foot in Front of the Other: A Reflection on New Year’s Eve 2020
December 31, 2020:
2020 dawned with all the hope and promise one could want in a new year. By the end of its
first week, I held my dreams: not one, but two! offers of admission to medical school. One
offer was to the University of New England, which was one of my top choice schools. So, you
will have to forgive me, dear reader, if in January 2020, I dismissed the news of a virus
spreading half a world away as inconsequential to my life. Instead, I set my sights on July 1 as
the start of a journey I had been anticipating for decades.
In mid-March, when the world shut down, so did I. Suddenly, getting out of bed became hard
when the things I lived for no longer existed. Gone were chats with fellow grad students about
our aspirations and dreams. Gone were office hours as a teaching assistant in which I excitedly
drew Punnett squares for my students. Gone were afternoons in the research lab with my
undergraduate assistants planning and tracking our experiments. All that remained were
sparsely attended Zooms and the arduous task of writing my master’s thesis. Looking back, I
see that I, like so many, was depressed by the sudden turn in world events that trapped me in
my home 24/7 with the people I love most (but mostly when we are living our best lives
separately)! I started feeling helpless.
Eventually I stepped up and did what I learned to do during previous trials: I put one foot in
front of the other. This strategy has served me well for years. When my husband was admitted
to the psychiatric hospital, I put one foot in front of the other. I figured out how to sleep,
breathe, and feed my two babies on my own. When he came home and it was clear he could
not go back to his job, I put one foot in front of the other. I refreshed my resume and found
work. I found day care for the children to allow him space to heal and grow with fresh
perspective. When years later, I returned to pursuing my own goals I put one foot in front of
the other. I found a way to take medical school pre-requisites. And when it became clear that
this marriage could not sustain my life-long hope of becoming a physician and his life-long hope
of having a wife at home raising children, I put one foot in front of the other and sought an
equitable divorce allowing me to study and be a mother. The strength and drive to move
forward no matter my circumstances was as simple as putting one foot in front of the other.
Somehow, everything always fell into place if I just kept moving. So when May arrived and I
needed to figure out whether or not it was possible to parent across state lines in the midst of a
pandemic as a medical student, I fell back on this strategy. I picked up one foot and I placed it
in front of the other, stepping onto the path that would bring me to UNE. I did not imagine I
would ever second-guess this, which seemed like the most logical decision of my life; I could
not fathom circumstances I was helpless to overcome.
I know that both the pandemic and medical school are difficult circumstances, but I did not
anticipate how hard their combination would be. I am an introvert, so the prospect of living
part of my week alone for the first time in 15 years was almost exciting. What I did not realize
was how hard it would be to transition to medical school alone. I am so overwhelmed

academically. Usually attending a lecture and taking notes is all the studying I need.
Occasionally an office hour with a professor was helpful to get the ‘A’ I wanted. Connecting
with my professors often helped me to stay the course through difficult material and to ask for
help from professors who got to know me and my challenges as single-mother-student working
hard to make my way through school.
Without that connection to my teachers, I feel so helpless. On Mondays after the weekly
“Readiness Assurance Test” and “Progressive Quiz”, I often shut down my computer and cry:
alone. It is humiliating to have my weaknesses displayed weekly in a Zoom populated by
people I barely know who always see me at my worst. I have sweet friends who have been with
me through parenting challenges and crumbled marriages, but none of them have been to
medical school. Conversely: at medical school no one knows what it is to be in the middle of
one’s life having sacrificed everything, only to be paralyzed by a simultaneous fear that I am
failing at school and also failing my children. In non-COVID times, I know I would have found my
niche. In COVID times, I’ve gotten to know just a few classmates, all so much younger than me.
Among them I feel so alone. There are no invitations to study together, no opportunities to
find the community I need. I go home, I study alone, and when I fall flat on my face I cry alone
because no one understands all this. Walking through my husband’s illness, returning to
school, getting a divorce: through all those things, I never felt this helpless. I always managed to
move forward and find the help I needed. No obstacle has ever halted me…until now. I have
come to wonder if what I am attempting is simply too hard. Maybe it is not possible to be a
mom and a medical student in the midst of this pandemic. I have accepted that I might have to
try first year again next year.
As 2020 breathes its final breaths, I hold a glimmer of hope. I survived my first semester,
somehow. Beyond that, I rediscovered a bit of myself. Recently, a request went out, asking us
to think about being selfless. Would we go, it asked, and help at a nursing home three hours to
the north? A light turned on in my heart, and as I thought about it, that light grew. Where else
was my help needed? I spent months feeling trapped and helpless, was it possible I could be
helpful?
I spent two days with patients who had recovered from COVID-19 and were returning to normal
life. I sat with patients who were still coping with the devastation of this illness. I was washed
in the gratitude of a community in crisis forced to seek help from strangers. I learned the
enormity of their loss, and I grieved with them for people I never knew. After two days I
returned to my family. I isolated and tested, wore a mask at home, ate separately, and kept my
bedroom door shut. When, after five days and seven days I tested negative: I went to work in
my own community, volunteering at a COVID-19 testing site. It was here I felt joy for the first
time in this wild pandemic. I swabbed hundreds of noses daily: noses as young as 3 and as old
as 93. I swabbed people I knew in elementary school and have not seen in 20 years, and friends
from my church I have not seen in 10 months. I never thought I would like picking my
neighbor’s noses so much, but it brings me joy to know I’m helping my community! In those
moments I found what has been missing. So often in school I wonder if I made a mistake and
am on the wrong path. I wonder if I finally found an obstacle big enough to stop me in my

tracks. But face to face with my neighbors seeking answers in a pandemic, I know there is no
mistake. Recently, after testing an older woman, she turned to me and said, “Thank you. I was
so nervous about this, but you were so calm and reassuring. Thank you for what you are
doing.” In moments like this, I know my decision to pursue a career in medicine is right.
2020 offered me my dreams, and it challenged me in pursing those dreams. It was like the
opening to a novel: “it was the best of times and it was the worst of times.” I’m not
exaggerating when I say 2020 has been the hardest year of my life. In it, I lost myself. In it I
have been overwhelmed by loneliness and helplessness. Yet as it ends, I am rediscovering
myself. One foot in front of the other. Life, loss, grief, hope: it is all there in this year that
seemed like it would never end. I carry forward a lesson from this trial. In 2020 I learned that
the cure for helplessness is helping. And I learned that a tiny seed of helping, when nurtured,
grows into hope, one step at a time.

